THE CONCEPT OF FAIRNESS IN EXHIBITION AND INTERPRETATION


VIABLE OR NOT?











Let me begin by asserting that I believe there is no single THE TRUTH �� there is opinion, deeply held and often unconscious, influenced by facts, events, and tangible objects and there are scientists' closer and closer approximate descriptions of nature. The notion that the world's natural forces are governed by discoverable and, therefore, ultimately predictable patterns is itself currently under question. "The rest is commentary” our forefathers would say.





Commentary is shaped by the times, the politics, the life experiences, the ethnicity and the class of the commentator. For every belief sincerely presented there appears to be a countervailing belief and many intermediate beliefs no less sincerely expounded.





Commentary (aka interpretations) exists in all forms of discourse and disciplines. I know that my distinguished opposition will speak of immutable cannons, distinguishing "good" from "bad" and facts distinguishing "actuality" from "invention", but I do not believe in them.





Our comfort in the infallibility of our leaders has waned and replaced by our disappointment in their humanness. We no longer believe automatically in the kind teacher, the all�knowing President, the protective policeman, and the infallible physician. Fairness means teaching the audience to have a skeptical assessment of knowledge, control of their own physical future and permitted consumer rights. We have learned to ask for a second opinion. We owe it to our visitors.





The glories of the machine age and our belief in "better lives through technology", a founding principle of science museums, is now muted by our understanding of the world's finite resources and the global caring that must begin if we are to survive. Fairness suggests we must
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balance our technological exhibitions between the concerns of the environment and our economy.





The appearance of many vocal ethnic groups gaining power on our shores has reminded us that presentations of history, art and anthropology reflect the presenter as much as the presented and having been voiceless in the presentation, minority people find themselves unrecognizable in our museums. This is causing our history and our natural history museum collections and presentations to be rethought so that we can include the views of the interpreted. That seems only fair to me.





Anthropologists no longer believe in "pure" culture, if they ever did; rather, they believe that all cultures continuously changes and will continue to evolve over time. Thus, more and more of our cultural exhibitions are including contemporary material of evolving cultures rather than period pieces statically presented in a captured moment in time. And that seems fair to me.





Today there is a revolution in the academic circles of all relevant museum fields of study. There is interest in the power and skewed vision of the presenter, the interrogator, the commentator, and the collector. There is interest in the subject matter. Since we in the museum field function as the commentator, the interpreter, what is the responsibility that we, the practitioners, have in the face of our personal limitations?








Let me state my two personal cannons of fairness ��





��All exhibitions and public programs should enfranchise the viewer, to have more control over his/her life and society.





��All producers must overtly reveal their point of view and place it within some context.
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Let me go further. Museum presenters and educators have in the recent past usually written their label copy with an amalgam of centrist generalizations presented with a dispassionate authoritative voice ��reserving the conflict of ideas and contrary evidence to the teaching of college courses, scholarly journals and the exhibition catalogue. I believe that was and is unfair.





Fairness demands that we present our audiences with broadest range of the conflicting facts and opinion within the exhibition �� or alternatively, having taken a single viewpoint, reveal ourselves the authors as to name, bias, class, education and opinion.





To do otherwise adds to the notion that audiences are children unable to think for themselves. To continue in our old practices is to believe in the right of a non�elected power structure to transmit its values as immutable. Our audience is not our children, our audience is our friend and colleague. We owe them respect. Everything else is unfair.





But in the world of the relative, how will we know what is good �� you ask? We won't, collectively �� we never did. In my former life, I owned a picture that was deaccessioned by the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston around 1930. They refocused their collection then and continue to do so now because their notions of good and value has constantly changed. It is not new to reassess the field of aesthetics; art historians have always done so. What is new is the claim that more than one voice, one class, one tradition might be worthy, that more than one voice might need to be heard, that we must broaden the definition of value and we must broaden our staffs and our collections to provide this multiple viewpoint. This is, in the end, a political conversation about power and control �� about the transmission of values and the sharing of authority.
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We must believe in good common sense. At the edges of this argument we must remain conciliatory and not fundamentalist. I am not advocating for the replacement of one dogma with another, I am advocating for the replacement of hegemony with uncomfortable multiple viewpoints when using the term Fairness. The term Fairness itself implies the notion of balance, and the notion of equity.
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